Listening to the children  by Ellen Sturgis, Chair, School Building Task Force
Thanks to the work of Lin Winin, the School Building Task Force (SBTF) heard from a new but important constituent group this past week—current fourth graders at Center School.

“There would be every book ever invented on the bookshelf”.  
As part of a graduate course, Ms. Winin, assistant principal of Center & Pompositticut Schools, worked with about half the fourth grade students in exercises designed to teach them creative thinking skills.  She focused the work around the question “what would you like to see in a new school”. The resulting work is a mixture of prose and pictures, from big picture ideas down to the look of their individual desks, but all of it intriguing, entertaining, thought provoking and telling.

“One classroom split up into a math center, writing center, etc.: Reason: it would be more organized and fun to learn.”  
I was delighted by the quality and thoughtfulness of the plans.  What comes through as one reviews the 40-odd ideas is that these kids, who have been through our elementary schools for 4-5 years, know what is missing.  How else would they suggest such mundane spaces as storage rooms and more bathrooms (“if people have to wait in line, they miss learning time”)?  One asked for more main office space so that the principal has room “to decide good teachers for us”.  Many of the students asked for more computers and space for the music program: separate rooms for band and chorus.  Nearly all suggested space for indoor recess.
“A white board would be attached to the desktops so that kids can work out problems”. 
 I was impressed at such thoughtful suggestions as having “pods” for each grade level with the large space needs of cafeteria and gym in the center of the school.  A few students noted all the classrooms should have natural light.  One student thought it should be a two floor building where academics were separated from the more active programs to lessen distraction.  Many focused on the need for a bigger and better library that had lots of comfortable spaces and chairs in which to sit and read.  One student thought rectangular classrooms were too dull and had a variety of trapezoids and other odd-shaped rooms to liven things up.  Many students added auditoriums so that they can have grade-wide assemblies and presentations without sitting on the floor. A science lab within the building and such other additions as classrooms for cooking, acting and dance.  One student asked for a “spare time” room where students could go to read and relax when their work was done.  Other students were less focused on the essentials but suggested things like a motto over the front door, gardens around the school, and skylights in the ceiling.
We hope to have these plans and thoughts displayed at Center School in January and encourage all members of the community to go by and view them directly.  I’ve only scraped the surface of the ideas presented.  As chair of the School Building Task Force, I am so encouraged to get these thoughts directly from our students.  I hope others, of all ages, will add their thoughts and send them to us as well.  Perhaps we won’t get anything earth shattering that will change our direction.  But their ideas underscore some of what we’ve learned from visiting both our schools as well as other newer schools in terms of needs: storage rooms, bathrooms, separate gym and cafeteria (which would also allow for larger assemblies).  Lots of food for thought.  I thank Lin Winin for choosing this project and to all the 4th graders who put time and thought into their assignments.  Even if not one idea can be used, these students have shown us that they are receiving a high quality education in spite of our buildings.
Students are encouraged to send additional thoughts and suggestions to e.sturgis@gmail.com

